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Current Situation:
Many health messages, strategies and interventions dealing with obesity and weight have been, 
and continue to be, deficit-based1 and focused on individual behaviours. These messages are 
embedded in the social, economic, political and physical environments where we live, learn, work 
and play. This approach can lead to weight bias, stigma and discrimination and can unintentionally 
lead to mental and physical harm including: poor body image and self-esteem, depression, suicide, 
anxiety, weight and food preoccupation, disordered eating, eating disorders, other psychological 
disorders and other unhealthy weight control practices (Provincial Health Services Authority, 2013).

Future Strategy:
The Leeds, Grenville and Lanark District Health Unit (LGLDHU) will support a strengths-based2, 
population health approach3 to promote ‘Healthy Bodies, Healthy Minds’ through healthy 
balanced eating, regular physical activity, and positive mental well-being for all community 
members. The LGLDHU will commit to addressing health in an evidence-informed way that allows 
all people to achieve their fullest health potential, acknowledging the broader determinants of 
health* that influence health equity4 in the population.

* Determinants of health include the following: Income and Social Status, Social Support Networks, Education and Literacy, 
Employment/Working Conditions, Social Environments, Physical Environments, Personal Health Practices and Coping Skills, 
 Healthy Child Development, Biology and Genetic Endowment, Health Services, Gender, Culture (Government of Ontario, 2008).

Background information:
As obesity rates have increased in the population, understandably the focus has been weight and, 
specifically, how to reduce weight and promote healthy weights among community members. 
Public Health Units in Ontario have been mandated for many years to address the risk factor of 
obesity and develop strategies to promote and achieve healthy weights in our populations. At 
the LGLDHU, some of these strategies/interventions have included weighing babies in Baby Talk, 
assessing weight in sexual health clinics, and referencing and addressing healthy weights and 
obesity in community, school and workplace health promotion. Many other provincial health 
agencies have also focused on the issue of the “obesity epidemic”.

Definitions:
1. Deficit-based - An approach that tends to focus on needs and problems in people or helping people avoid risks associated with 

negative outcomes.  http://www.mtroyal.ca/cs/groups/public/documents/pdf/strengthsvsdeficitrb.pdf

2. Strengths-based - Focuses on individual and/or community strengths that places emphasis on meaningful relationships and 
activities. http://albertamentoringpartnership.cirrusvps.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/SB_for_Schools_and_Classrooms.pdf

3. Population health approach - An approach to health that aims to improve the health of the entire population and reduces 
health inequities among population groups. http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ph-sp/approach-approche/index-eng.php

4. Health equity - Means working toward the highest level of health for all people. It requires actively addressing inequities or 
unjust differences in health outcomes among population groups.  http://nccdh.ca/images/uploads/Lets_Talk_Health_Equity_
English.pdf

http://www.mtroyal.ca/cs/groups/public/documents/pdf/strengthsvsdeficitrb.pdf
http://albertamentoringpartnership.cirrusvps.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/SB_for_Schools_and_Classrooms.pdf
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ph-sp/approach-approche/index-eng.php
http://nccdh.ca/images/uploads/Lets_Talk_Health_Equity_English.pdf
http://nccdh.ca/images/uploads/Lets_Talk_Health_Equity_English.pdf
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Obesity and healthy and unhealthy weights became the new norm in health sector language. 
Concurrently, the diet, food and fitness industries have been reaping the benefits of this focus 
on weight to sell their products and diet plans. This has left the public believing that being thin 
equals being healthy and that one’s weight is the result of an individual’s behaviour, willpower 
and choices (Dorfman et al., 2007).

The focus on weight and changing individual behaviours has not reversed the obesity trend in 
the population. The focus on obesity and weight loss has, unfortunately, resulted in negative 
unintended consequences with an increase in weight bias, stigmatization and discrimination. 
This has created a “shadow epidemic” of weight bias that poses a threat to population health 
and well-being. Therefore, new approaches and thinking are required (Provincial Health 
Services Authority, 2013).

A Change is Needed
Recently, new literature has emerged suggesting potential harmful effects when the focus is 
solely on weight (Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012). In addition, research has demonstrated that the 
relationships between weight, health, and disease are complex and not entirely understood 
(Provincial Health Services Authority, 2013). Also, there are many factors that affect health 
such as mental well-being and the determinants of health; in particular, the social and physical 
environments in which we live.

A narrow focus on “obesity” favors the food, beverage, 
pharmaceutical, and diet industries (Dorfman et al., 2007).

“We are led to believe that factors affecting health 
depend first and foremost on the individual, 

who enjoys freedom of will. However, on closer 
inspection, it appears the personal choices are 

conditioned by factors such as education, income, 
social status and the neighborhood or village we call 

home.”(Sante and Services Sociaux Quebec, 2007)
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Recent literature suggests:

 y Shifting from a problem-focused paradigm to a focus on quality of life and resilience (a positive 
mental health and development lens) (Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012)

 y Shifting to weight neutral outcomes and avoiding an emphasis on weight, obesity and BMI 
(Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012)

 y Considering the broader determinants of health as a public health matter that is a shared 
responsibility of the public, government, and corporate entities (Dorfman et al., 2007)

 y Addressing weight bias, stigma, bullying and discrimination among professionals, individuals 
and in the community (Provincial Health Services Authority, 2013)

 y Avoiding BMI screening in schools or for classroom based initiatives (Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012) 
(National Eating Disorders Collaboration, 2011)

 y Avoiding moralisation of eating (e.g., labelling foods as ‘good’, ’bad’, ‘junk’ and food choices as 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’) (Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012)

 y Avoiding the use of food as a reward or punishment (National Eating Disorders Collaboration, 
2011)

 y Focusing on protective factors: enjoying physical activity, positive body image, high self- 
esteem, family modelling of healthy behaviours, culture, economic means and eating which 
balances nutritional needs, hunger and fullness cues and pleasure (National Eating Disorders 
Collaboration, 2011) (Russell-Mayhew et al., 2012)

 y Educating adults on the importance of role modeling and its impact on children’s attitudes and 
behaviours towards their bodies (e.g., teachers, parents, and coaches) (Russell-Mayhew et al., 
2012)

 y Advocating for acceptance that health can look different for every body (Russell- Mayhew, 2012)

Recommendations:
The role of Public Health is to promote the health of the population as a whole. The focus is on 
creating healthy, supportive environments, and encouraging community action that promote 
healthy balanced eating, regular physical activity and mental health and well-being. The primary 
health care system has an individual focus, and is in a better position to respond to individual 
concerns about body weight and assess overall health.
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Key Recommendations: Key Messages:

Respect and recognize diversity 
and that “healthy bodies come in 
a variety of shapes and sizes” and 
include this message in all health 
unit communication, programs and 
services.

•	 Healthy bodies look different for different people.

•	 Thin bodies can be unhealthy just as larger bodies can 
be healthy.

•	 Making assumptions or judgements based on a 
person’s shape or size can stigmatize, create weight 
bias and can negatively impact health and well-being.

Focus on health, emphasizing 
healthy balanced eating, 
regular physical activity and 
positive mental well-being in all 
assessments and interventions.

•	 There are many indicators of health and well-being.

•	 Weight/Body Mass Index is not the only indicator, and 
focusing solely on this may obscure other important 
indicators of health such as: eating well, being 
physically active, getting enough sleep, feeling good 
physically and mentally, observing fullness and hunger 
cues in infants and children, and knowing your body.

Explore the influence of the 
determinants of health and the 
physical and social environments 
on healthy bodies and minds and 
include in program planning, 
development, implementation and 
evaluation.

•	 Not everyone has the same opportunities for health.    

•	 The choices individuals make go beyond willpower 
and are largely influenced by the environments and 
conditions in which they live, learn, work and play  
(e.g., food available in the environment, social supports, 
walkable neighborhoods, income, and housing).

Acknowledge and utilize role 
modeling as a powerful action for 
influencing others to shift the focus 
from “weight and shape” to “health, 
wellness, and resilience”.

•	 Parents, teachers, peers and communities (e.g., 
municipalities, community leaders, and organizations) 
are important role models that influence attitudes and 
behaviours about our bodies.

•	 Shifting the focus from “weight and shape” to “health, 
wellness, and resilience” is critical to enhance our  
well-being.
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Conclusion:
By following these key recommendations, staff at the LGLDHU will be able to re-focus discussions 
around weight to be strength-based and focus on promoting physical and mental health and  
well-being. This change in direction and messaging will have a positive impact on the health  
and well-being of individuals and the communities where they live, learn, work and play.
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